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Abstract 
The central ethical problem: we propose to treat the importance of establishing committees of ethics (of research) in 
social work organizations. We refer here to the ethical analysis of individualized service plans and intervention strategies 
that case managers apply to beneficiaries, the central ethical problem being represented by the analysis of conditions of 
ethical acceptability of social intervention. Argumentative structure: the ethical evaluation of services should consider 
the principles of beneficence, autonomy, non-maleficence and justice, as treated by Beauchamp and Childress (2001), as 
a variant of the principles stipulated in the Belmont report (1979). We will treat tangentially the need for ethical 
supervision, which refers to the effective supervision of the organization's ethical practices. The paper has an  
argumentative character, the central premise being that intervention in social work is a form of action research and thus it 
should be based on the same rules of research on human subjects. The second premise is that according to which as 
medical assistance, social intervention changes the quality of life of the beneficiary, and this change requires ethical 
evaluation in order to analyze the conditions in which ethics is perceived and accepted as defining part of the social 
intervention. 
Conclusions: Both theoretical and practical arguments, presented in the paper, in favour of the establishment of 
committees of ethics, are acceptable and we could not find counterarguments to invalidate them. 
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Introduction  
We propose to treat the importance of establishing committees of ethics (of research) in social work 
organizations. We refer here to the ethical analysis of individualized service plans and intervention strategies that 
case managers apply to beneficiaries, the central ethical problem being represented by the analysis of conditions 
of ethical acceptability of social intervention. 
Ethical evaluation of services should consider the principles of beneficence, autonomy, non-maleficence and 
justice, as treated by Beauchamp and Childress (2001), as a variant of the principles stipulated in the Belmont 
report (Belmont Report, 1979). 
The paper has an argumentative character, the central premise being that intervention in social work is a 
form of action research and thus it should be based on the same rules of research on human subjects. The second 
premise is that according to which as medical assistance, social intervention changes the quality of life of the 
beneficiary, and this change requires ethical evaluation in order to analyse the conditions in which ethics is 
perceived and accepted as defining part of the social intervention. We will treat tangentially the need for ethical 
supervision, which refers to the effective supervision of the organization's ethical practices. Customizations will 
refer to informed consent as a tool of implementing autonomy of the beneficiary. 
Thesis 
In social work institutions it is necessary to establish committees of ethics, whose purpose is the assessment, 
monitoring, control of decisions, methodologies and social practices, as well as the coordination of ethical 
decision making in the organization. 
1. The context of the need to establish committees of ethics  
1.1. Definitions of committees of ethics 
In biomedical sciences, the existence of committees of ethics involves groups of individuals from different 
professional training whose activities support medical institutions through three main functions: they provide 
ethical counselling/consultancy; they develop and/or redefine policies concerning clinical ethics (such as: 
advance directive, the use of artificial life support devices, informed consent, the removal of organs), and 
facilitates education in areas of ethics (Pearlman, R. A., 2010). Committees of ethics or ethicists specialized in 
ethical supervision, help resolve ethical conflicts or responding to ethical dilemmas by providing ethical 
counselling. 
The goals of the committees of ethics are (Pearlman, R. A., 2010): 
 Promoting patients’ rights  
 Promoting shared decision (as therapeutic alliance) for both patients and doctors. 
 Promoting fair policies and procedures to maximize the welfare and patient-centred outcomes; 
 Improving ethical knowledge of professionals from the medical system and of ethical practices of 
institutions. 
Committees of ethics, in accordance with Directive 2001/20/EC, are independent institutional structures within 
the member states of the European Union, composed of specialists in the medical field, whose responsibility is to 
protect the rights, safety and welfare of human subjects involved in medical experiments, to provide insurance 
regarding this type of protection. Ethicists involved expressed their opinion regarding the clinical trial protocol, 
support for researchers involved and the adequacy of facilities offered to subjects, of methods and documents to 
be used in order to inform subjects and obtain their informed consent 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethics_Committee_(European_Union)). 
In the ‘90s in the USA, committees of ethics have evolved to the status of independent committees with 
multidisciplinary membership that included specialists in medicine, social work, law, clergy, medical system 
administration, etc.( McGee, G, Caplan, A. L, Spanogle, J.,P., Asch, D. A., 2001,  pp. 60-64). 
1.2. The functioning of committees of ethics in social work 
In social work in the USA, specialists have identified the need for the establishment of ethical committees since 
the ‘80s. Frederic G. Reamer (1987) formulates the need for professional ethics committees whose responsibility 
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is to offer social workers supervision (Caras, A., Sandu, A., 2013) regarding moral dilemmas and professional 
practice. Ethical consultancy should cover both solutions to specialists’ dilemmas concerning customer problems 
and ethical responses to customer problems themselves, such as the limits of their moral competence. The main 
values protected by ethics in social work would be: respect for the right to privacy, self-determination, equity in 
allocating limited resources of the social protection system. Establishment of such committees would allow, 
through the professionalization of expertise, providing training and making informed decisions. 
The interest of social workers on the satisfaction of ethical needs was amplified in the context of growing media 
coverage, of cases of malpractice, of unprofessional behaviour of specialists. In the American practice there is an 
awareness of the need for the establishment and development of ethical committees. Their role would be to raise 
in debate the ethical issues that might arise in the social practice and to examine them critically. 
In the American social context, social workers are recruited more as members of committees of ethics, of medical 
institutions, rather than as specialists in ethics of social services (Furlong, R. M., 1986, pp. 93-100). Regulating the 
functioning of social ethics is developed at the level of professional associations that have their own code of 
ethics and ethics committees. However, they govern the overall operation of the profession and not the particular 
ethical casuistry from organizations. The ethics committees of professional associations do not provide ethical 
consultancy in the current practice of social workers, they only provide the general ethical framework in which 
the profession is carried and functions as control of malpractice, if it is claimed, without concern for preventing 
malpractice through supervision of ethics. 
2. Ethical principles with application in social services 
Belmont Report operates with the concept of “basic ethical principles”, which refers to general judgments with 
ethical value, which serve to establish a series of specific ethical requirements and to evaluate human actions. 
The following principles are addressed:  
 The principle of respect for persons – this principle includes the principle of autonomy as a particular 
case, along with the need to protect individuals with diminished autonomy. 
 The principle of beneficence – aims at treating people ethically, not just by respecting their decisions 
and offering protection, but also by creating measures to ensure the welfare of the person. 
 The principle of justice – treats justice in terms of equal distribution of goods and services whose 
benefits the client is entitled to.  
Beauchamp and Childress (2001) provide a set of ethical principles that partially overlap with those contained in 
the Belmont Report (1979). 
The principle of autonomy - Beauchamp and Childress (2001) define autonomy as self-determination of the 
individual achieved outside the control and intervention of other people, which generates a meaningful choice. 
Autonomous, free individuals act in accordance with their own plan. Respect of autonomy and preferences of the 
individual concerning his own health is considered one of the four fundamental principles of bioethics [8].  
The principle of beneficence and non-maleficence – concerns the development of practices that promote the 
wellbeing of patients and avoidance of causing any harm to their condition. 
The principle of justice - aims, just as the Belmont Report stipulates, treating the patient fairly and providing 
services based on an equal distribution. 
3. Arguments in favour of establishment committees of ethics 
3.1. Arguments of theoretical nature: 
Social work intervention, even at the micro-practices level within organizations, is a form of action research 
and therefore it should be based on the same ethical rules as other forms of research on human subjects, 
recognized in biomedical specialties or in the academic social research. 
Another premise is that according to which, just like medical intervention, social intervention changes the 
quality of life of the beneficiary, and this change requires ethical audit. This aims at analysis of the conditions in 
which ethical practices are perceived and accepted as defining parts of the social intervention. Audit of ethics is a 
constitutive part of the process of ethical supervision, a process that besides achieving this audit aims at 
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improving the ethical practices of people supervised; monitoring professional ethical standards of practitioners 
operating in areas with explicit ethical impact, including those working with people and vulnerable groups; 
promotion of ethical standards, the highest possible, in line with the vision and mission of the organization; 
promoting ethical specifics of professional or institutional practices; empowerment of professionals, particularly 
of ethicists, towards their own professional practice; developing ethical standards in line with the needs of the 
organization; compatibility of procedures with ethical standards (Sandu, A., 2012). Supervision of ethics in 
organizations links to social sphere develops healthy social behaviours in the assumption of responsibility 
towards the profession, and towards clients with which one relates. Ethical behaviour assumed by taking social 
responsibility is quite often interpreted as being the key to success in the context of a certain domain, especially 
in countries in transition. Ethical behaviour involves an extension of the organization's influence in the 
community in which it develops services (Frunza, S., 2011, pp. 155-171). 
The need for committees of ethics lies in the importance of respecting ethical principles. 
International legislation in social work includes ethical principles such as the principle of autonomy, beneficence, 
non-maleficence and justice, in the form of legal rules directly derived from them. Thus within the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, adopted by the UN General Assembly on 29 November 1989 and entered into force on 2 
September 1990, ratified by Romania through Law no. 18/1990 we find a direct correspondence between the 
principles mentioned and the articles of the Convention. 
 The principle of autonomy can be found in the following articles:  
Articles 7 and 8 provide a range of civil and political rights, since birth, related to respect and protection of 
children's personal and social identity: the right to a name, the right to acquire a nationality and, where possible, 
the right to know their parents and be cared by them. These rights are subject to the principle of autonomy, as 
they are the foundation of the development of individual identity, implicitly his future autonomy. 
Article 9 guarantees the autonomy of the child through the right to express his/her wishes regarding separation 
from parents except when his/her welfare is directly and seriously affected.  
Article 12 claims that the child's voice must be heard, the article binding states to guarantee to the child capable 
of judgment the right to express his views freely in any matters affecting them, such opinions will be considered 
depending on the age and maturity of the child.  
Through article 13, the Convention stipulates the right of the child to freedom of expression, including the right 
to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing, in 
print, or art or through any other means, at the child's choice. 
The Convention also guarantees through articles 14 and 15 the right of the child to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion, as well as rights of the child to freedom of association and to freedom of peaceful 
assembly. These freedoms represent the expression of autonomy in terms of individuals capable of self-
government. The Convention take into account the fact that the child’s autonomy is in progress and therefore 
guarantees it as a principle, requiring states affirmative actions to protect them, besides their simple guarantee.  
 The principle of beneficence can be found in Articles 3 and 17, as follows: 
Article 3 introduces the principle of the best interests of the child, which we consider a form of legal expression 
of the principle of beneficence. The article binds signatory states to take positive measures in which the following 
will prevail: the best interests of the child and ensuring his welfare.  
Article 17, as a form of development of the principle of beneficence, stipulates ensuring the access of children to 
information and material from national and international sources, especially those aimed at the promotion of his 
social, spiritual and moral welfare, and his physical and mental health. 
 The principle of non-maleficence can be found in articles 10 and 16  
Article 10 requires states to ensure that an application (which concerns the amendment of residence in another 
state) entails no adverse consequences for the applicants and their family members.  
Article 16 stops states from taking arbitrary, interference or unlawful measures in the lives of children, asking 
also to ensure through law the protection against such interferences or attacks. The principle of non-maleficence 
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in this article refers to any interference from the state or institutions of social protection in the private life of 
children. 
 The principle of non-discrimination 
 Article 2 of the Convention includes forms of the principle of non-discrimination, which expressly guarantees 
the rights of all children regardless of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, nationality, 
ethnic affiliation or social origin, financial situation, disability, status at birth or acquired status of the child or of 
the parents or of its legal representatives. The article requires imperatively member states to take active measures 
to protect children against all forms of discrimination and to develop measures to sanction discrimination based 
on the legal situation, activities, expressed opinions, or beliefs of the parents, legal guardians of the child or 
family members. 
 The principle of justice can be involved in the content of articles 19 and 20.  
Article 19 requires states effective procedures for the establishment of social programs to provide necessary 
support for the child and for those to whom they have been entrusted, as well as for other forms of prevention and 
for identification, denunciation, proceeding in court, investigation, treatment and follow-up cases of child 
maltreatment described above, and, if necessary, for judicial involvement. The affirmative measures presented 
are able to manage the social distribution of justice in terms of social protection and provision of services for 
personal and social development of the child. 
Article 20 requires member states, in agreement with their national legislation, to ensure alternative protection 
measures for the child who is temporarily or permanently deprived of his family environment or who, in order to 
protect his interests, cannot be allowed in this environment, having the right to special protection and assistance 
from the state.  
Through the presentation of international law’s provisions, whose structure concerns and contributes to 
respect for ethical principles in the development of the individual, we wanted to achieve a transition to the 
Romanian state legislation regarding children's rights. We aim to expose particularly whether Romanian 
legislation is involved in observing and promoting the same principles and thus we refer to Law no. 272/2004 
from 21.06.2004 and Order no. 286/2006 from 06/07/2006 for approving the methodological norms regarding the 
elaboration of the service plan and methodological norms regarding the individualized protection plan. 
Law no. 272/2004 supports through its legislative structure the respect for child’s rights operating with provisions 
requiring both state and representatives of the child, given that he has no discernment, to intervene for children's 
rights and facilitate his physical, mental, intellectual or moral development.  
Chapters II and III of the law respond to its classification in terms of ethical principles, with reference to respect 
for the principles of beneficence, autonomy and justice.  
We will analyse especially the third chapter whose provisions require special protection for children deprived 
temporarily or permanently of parental protection, chapter whose application is made by Order no. 286/2006. 
Special protection of children represents a set of measures, benefits and services for care and development of the 
child deprived, temporarily or permanently, of parental protection or those who, in order to protect their interests, 
cannot be left in the care of their parents. The instruments supported by the legislation under discussion are “The 
service plan” and “The individualized protection plan” and are used by professionals in social work precisely to 
act in the best interests of the child. If in international law, provisions are expressly stated showing the 
importance of ethical action in agreement with the promotion, respect and development of children's rights, in the 
formulation of Romanian legislation it is noted the presence of a strong administrative character of social 
practice. Supporting children's rights in the Romanian legislation has not developed an imperative practice 
concerning the respect for Belmont principles, which is precisely denoted by the form of the social instruments.  
Through the way we presented the Romanian and international legislation to which the Romanian state 
joined, we aimed to present the need to observe the legal principles derived from the ethical ones. We have 
shown how legal principles derive from the ethical. The connection between legal principles involving ethical 
issues and the need to establish committees of ethics would be that, being guided by ethical principles, 
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committees of ethics may exercise supervisory functions of ethics, of respect for principles in the Convention, but 
without denying the need for legal protection of these rights. 
We consider necessary the establishment of committees of ethics to supervise how social workers understand 
and apply these instruments, in order to respect ethical principles. The administrative and general nature of 
intervention plans stipulated by legislation does not allow a transposition of ethical principles in the practice of 
specialists. 
3.2. Arguments of practical nature: 
Further, we will support a series of practical arguments in favour of establishment of committees of ethics 
within social work institutions: 
 Prevention and control of malpractice in social work services 
Committees of ethics at professional colleges’ level are designed to follow minimum ethical standards 
accepted by a profession and to sanction deviations from it. Minimum standards are usually included in the code 
of professional conduct and evaluation in case of malpractice relate to it. Committees of ethics that would work 
near organizations providing services would build ethical codes in accordance with the mission, values and 
professional standards of practice specific to that organization. These codes of ethics usually should exceed 
minimum standards governing the profession; committees of ethics at organizational level are those whose 
members should be able to provide ethical counselling and supervision through its members in agreement with 
the ethical standards imposed by the organization. Committees of ethics at the professional college’s level should 
penalize malpractice that can exclude the offender from the profession, or impose sanctions with a general nature 
that would be applied to any social worker who would commit that offense. They are not required to have an 
active role in promoting professional ethics, because their mission is to defend the respect of minimum standards 
whose knowledge is required for access to the profession; defending the organization’s own values, the 
committees of ethics at the level of each organization are the ones responsible with organizing trainings, 
providing ethical counselling and supervision through its members, assessing working methodologies within the 
organization in terms of ethics and proposing periodically the improvement of own code of ethics. 
 The need for using instruments specific to social work in management of cases as ethical procedure 
- informed consent as ethical procedure 
We argue here the need to comply with and develop the autonomy of social work beneficiaries through 
specific interventions of organizations, whose ethical action can be assessed by committees of ethics. The use of 
specialized tools required by Romanian law should involve an awareness of social workers regarding what 
respect for autonomy of beneficiaries implies. The central ethical issue is represented by the way in which the 
idea of informed consent is perceived by social workers and if a joint investigation of the cases is made, 
respectively the individualized service plan (ISP) and individualized protection plan (IPP) with the informed 
consent of the beneficiary in social intervention. Informed consent can become an instrument of social 
construction of individual’s autonomy in the process of social work.  
4. Counterarguments and their rejection 
Social work is not a research field, but a field of intervention; therefore, compliance with the principles 
defined in bioethics is not necessary, as ethics of social services should be different from bioethics. To refute this 
counter argument, we come with the idea that social service beneficiaries are actually individuals for whom 
social work specialists develop practices that lead to changes in their condition at the time of intervention.  The 
change occurring after carrying out the social investigation must be understood and accepted by individuals, this 
acceptance can be achieved by applying the same ethical standards as in the field of bioethics, presenting and 
explaining further procedures on the state of affairs of beneficiaries, requiring to be followed by signing an 
informed consent by them. Social intervention is a form of action research and therefore it should be based on the 
same ethical rules as other forms of research on human subjects, recognized in biomedical specialties or in the 
academic social research. 
The existence of committees of ethics would contribute to hinder bureaucratic in providing social services. 
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The purpose of the committee of ethics of any organization, at both private and public level, is to supervise 
the social practice from ethical point of view. Given the responsibility assumed by specialists in the field, 
working with beneficiaries, the decisions they adopt to promote and develop the welfare of the beneficiary must 
be informed and ethical consistent with the particular situation of each beneficiary. Professional supervision is 
not temporally separate from supervision of ethics in social practice; therefore the awareness for the need of 
ethical interventions can change constructively the practice and optics of professionals. Acquiring ethical 
practices aimed at the best interests of the client leads to the improvement in providing quality services according 
to the needs of beneficiaries. 
The performance of ethics committees may be jeopardized by the reluctance of social workers to implement new 
strategies to increase the efficiency in providing services. 
Specialists from the committee of ethics will perform functions of advisory and supervision of ethics, which will 
include monitoring, support and assessment of social workers in order to provide services in agreement with the 
ethical compliance recognized by organizations. Ethical consultancy should cover both solutions to specialists’ 
dilemmas concerning customer problems and ethical responses to customer problems themselves, such as the 
limits of their moral competence. Social workers can benefit from accurate and complete information on the 
process that will facilitate their decision making in solving cases.  
Conclusions  
Both theoretical and practical arguments, presented above, in favour of the establishment of committees 
of ethics, are acceptable and we could not find counterarguments to invalidate them.  
Therefore the argument: social work intervention is a form of action research and therefore it should be based on 
the same ethical rules as other forms of research on human subjects, recognized in biomedical specialties or in the 
academic social research, answers the need to establish committees of ethics to assess compliance with the ethical 
rules in social practice. 
As medical intervention, social intervention changes the quality of life of the beneficiary, and this 
change requires ethical audit, offered by the committee of ethics. This aims at analysis of the conditions in which 
ethical practices are perceived and accepted as defining parts of the social intervention. Audit of ethics is a 
constitutive part of the process of ethical supervision, a process that besides achieving this audit aims at 
improving the ethical practices of people supervised; monitoring professional ethical standards of practitioners 
operating in areas with explicit ethical impact, including those working with people and vulnerable groups; 
promotion of the highest ethical standards possible, in line with the vision and mission of the organization, etc. 
Arguing that the need for committees of ethics lies in the importance of respecting ethical principles, we 
have presented the Romanian and international legislation to which the Romanian state had joined and we aimed 
at presenting the need to respect legal principles derived from ethical. We have shown how legal principles 
derive from the ethical. The link between respect for legal principles involving ethical issues and the need to 
establish committees of ethics would be that, being guided by ethical principles, committees of ethics can 
exercise functions of supervision of ethics respecting principles of the Convention, however without denying the 
need for legal protection of these rights. 
In the argumentation of the need for committees of ethics in social practice, arguments of practical 
nature were supported, such as the argument according to which Committees of ethics can accomplish 
malpractice prevention and control in social work services and The need for using instruments specific to social 
work in management of cases as ethical procedure - informed consent as ethical procedure. 
Committees of ethics at the professional college’s level should penalize malpractice that can exclude the offender 
from the profession, or impose sanctions with a general nature that would be applied to any social worker who 
would commit that offense. They are not required to have an active role in promoting professional ethics, because 
their mission is to defend the respect of minimum standards whose knowledge is required for access to the 
profession; defending own values of the organization, the committees of ethics at the level of each organization 
are the ones responsible with organizing trainings, provide ethical counselling and supervision through its 
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members, assess working methodologies within the organization in terms of ethics, and propose periodically the 
improvement of own code of ethics.  
The need for using instruments specific to social work in management of cases as ethical procedure - 
informed consent as ethical procedure. We argued here the need to respect and develop the autonomy of social 
work beneficiaries through specific interventions of organizations, whose ethical action can be assessed by 
committees of ethics. The use of specialized instruments required by Romanian law should involve an awareness 
of social workers regarding what respect for autonomy of beneficiaries implies.  
The counterarguments according to which: Social work is not a research field, but a field of intervention 
(therefore it is not necessary to comply with the principles defined in bioethics, as ethics of social services should 
be different from bioethics), and The existence of committees of ethics would contribute to hinder bureaucratic in 
providing social services, and Functioning of committees of ethics may be jeopardized by the reluctance of social 
workers to implement new strategies to increase the efficiency in providing services, have been rejected; in 
conclusion, we deem valid the thesis according to which: in social work institutions it is necessary to establish 
committees of ethics, whose purpose is the assessment, monitoring, control of decisions, methodologies and 
social practices, as well as the coordination of ethical decision making in the organization, 
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